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	1. Foreword

**FOREWORD**

Once more, I show my insanity by creating a new story. This story was an idea I had come up with while working on my Harry Potter/_Final Fantasy IX_ crossover _A Third Summoner_. In the latest chapter I wrote (to date), Harry requested that Freya adopt him. I actually wondered whether I should do yet another Harry Potter/_Final Fantasy IX_ crossover where Harry is raised by Freya, but decided I had too many stories like that.

But then, it occurred to me. One of the biggest what-ifs of the game revolves around Zidane. He presumably was left in Lindblum, or near Lindblum, by Kuja, and got adopted by Tantalus. What if he was adopted by someone else? Given that their ages are relatively close (Zidane is 16 and Freya 21 in the game), I thought that Freya would be more like a big sister to Zidane. And while some elements would be the same, others would be different. You'll see.

Anyway, time for the usual disclaimers. Firstly, there will be immense spoilers for _Final Fantasy IX_.

Secondly, this work will be, as with my other fanfics, heavily annotated. You have been warned. Bellyaching will not be tolerated.

Finally, the following is a fan-written work. _Final Fantasy IX_ is the property of its owners. Please support the official release. I mean, it's on Steam and mobiles now, you have no excuse. Otherwise, Eiko will start nagging you, and you know how shrill she can get…


	2. Chapter 1: Rat, Monkey, Mage, Princess,

**CHAPTER 1:**

**RAT, MONKEY, MAGE, PRINCESS, KNIGHT**

The three figures scurried along the rooftops of Alexandria furtively, bathed in the twilight hues of dusk. Two smaller ones and a taller one, with the leading smaller one carrying a ladder. "Are…are you sure we should be doing this?" said the smaller figure, the one not carrying a ladder.

"Look at it this way," the taller figure said in a confident, cocky tone, his footing the surest of the three figures as they dashed across the rooftops. "We are providing a service to the good folks guarding Alexandria Castle. We are making sure that they are aware of holes in their security, if they catch us. Besides, those tickets are ridiculously expensive. Whatever doesn't go into the coffers of Tantalus probably goes towards funding Queen Brahne's banquets. I'd be willing to bet Tantalus gets less of the money than she does. Then again, I heard of what they get up to."

"And what do they get up to?" the ladderless smaller figure asked timidly.

"They call it 'treasure hunting'," the taller figure said, "but they're more of a gang of thieves. Classy ones, though. Some pretty good exploits, too. Apparently they had the stones to break into the King mansion in Treno. Like, literally, the King family apparently used gemstones as keys for their locks."

"Oh," was all the smaller figure had to say.

"We're almost there," the ladder-carrying figure said after a moment's silence. "We must infiltrate the castle in stealth parameters. Don't talk, don't cough, don't so much as fart!"

"Yeah, yeah, Puck, I know the drill," the taller figure said. "Like that time we snuck on board the _Hilda Garde_."

"And that ended badly, Zidane!" Puck, a short boy with a rat's snout poking out from beneath his fringe, snapped. A tail lashed impatiently.

"Hey, how was I to know that Lady Hilda had gotten pissed off with Regent Cid for having an affair?" Zidane asked. He was a boy in his mid to late teens, wearing blue trousers, a white shirt, and a dark blue waistcoat. A shaggy mop of blonde hair framed a mischievous face, blue semi-feline eyes glinting. A tail poked through a hole in his trousers, though unlike Puck's, who had a rat's tail, Zidane's was like a cat's, or perhaps a monkey's. "At least she landed near Burmecia before evicting us from the airship. She was at least laughing with us about the whole thing, and even gave us pictures of Cid as an Oglop."

"Yeah, but I got grounded by Dad for a month!" Puck retorted. "I had to go through etiquette and diplomacy lessons every day during that time! And you got off lightly!"

"Hey, it was your idea to sneak onto the _Hilda Garde_," Zidane said. "It is my duty to guard you and make sure you are safe. Anyway, I didn't get off lightly. Had to go through remedial training with Lady Aegis, and she's a hard taskmaster when she puts her mind to it. Seriously, I got beaten black and blue!"

"Cry me a river! At least you got to be outdoors!" Puck retorted. They reached a point where the roofs of Alexandria Town met some scaffolding leading into Alexandria Castle proper, which Puck laid the ladder over as a makeshift bridge. "Okay, you ready, Vivi?" he asked the third member of their little party.

Vivi nodded. He looked rather strange, a small child dressed in green striped trousers, a blue coat, and a pointy hat. Between the hat and the coat, no face was visible, just a sort of solid, absolute darkness, from within a pair of yellow eyes peered out. The effect was surprisingly not sinister, but rather, endearing. And so, the three of them scurried furtively into the castle, albeit not intent on anything more sinister than watching a play. Although Zidane was hoping to get a glimpse of Princess Garnet, who had just turned 16 today, apparently…

* * *

><p>Zidane watched as Tantalus played their roles. <em>I Want to Be Your Canary<em> was easily Lord Avon's most popular play, though it wasn't his best in his opinion. It was, after all, effectively an improvisational play, with the same basic story elements: Princess Cornelia, forced into an arranged marriage with Prince Schneider, falls in love with the peasant Marcus. King Leo, a cruel and ambitious man who was greedy for Schneider's kingdom, killed Marcus' parents in order to scare him off, only to inflame Marcus' desire for revenge. There was the treacherous Blank, whose side you could never be quite sure he was on. The play was changed with every performance, with even the starting point into the story changed. Sometimes, Cornelia and Marcus managed to elope. Sometimes, they committed suicide to be together in death. Avon created a number of scenes that theatre companies could mix and match(1).

Even so, he found his mind less on the play, and more on his sister, even with the interesting fight between Blank and Cinna. Well, adopted sister, anyway, but they never treated each other as anything but siblings. Since Freya left Burmecia three years ago, searching for Fratley, Zidane had met her a grand total of five times, twice during his own sojourn to try and find his birthplace. Freya had become a mercenary, but had been glad to meet her baby brother again. She had been less pleased to see that Puck, the Crown Prince of Burmecia, liked to roam abroad himself, though she conceded there were few people better qualified to protect him than Zidane.

Zidane Crescent-Tribal (Zidane Tribal being the name on the note left with him when he was left at the Crescents) sighed quietly. His big sister left Burmecia when Iron-Tail Fratley, a famous Dragon Knight and the man he loved disappeared while on a journey to train. While technically Freya was AWOL from the Burmecian Dragon Knights, the truth was that the King of Burmecia was sympathetic to her plight. Indeed, Freya and Fratley were seen as heroes, and so, were never marked as deserters. And Freya had left Burmecia shortly after the death of her parents…_their_ parents. Zidane was no Burmecian. He had a tail, but he didn't look like an anthropomorphic rat. But he _felt_ Burmecian. His parents had treated him like he was their son, even if he looked like a human with a tail. The King treated him as a Burmecian, as did many others. So he was Burmecian. Even if much of his job entailed babysitting Prince Puck while he wandered the Mist Continent.

Thinking of his sister reminded him of the letter in his waistcoat vest. Yes, he'd have to remember to give it to her once he saw her. It would break her heart, but it was something she needed to read.

He blinked when a trio of figures emerged through trapdoors on the stage, including a girl with a white robe with a red triangular pattern on the edges. He frowned. He had seen Tantalus' plays before, and he knew that their sole female member was Ruby. But this girl was shorter than Ruby, and he thought he could see dark hair beneath the hood of her robe. One of the men who had emerged on stage was a surprise, though: the stocky, armoured form of Adelbert Steiner, the Captain of the Pluto Knights, and Princess Garnet's royal bodyguard. And he looked as shocked to be on stage as Zidane was surprised to see him there.

Whoever the girl in the girl in the hooded robe was, she was a good actress. As she pretended to intercept Marcus' blade and sagged, Zidane heard Vivi sniffing gently in sorrow. He and Puck came across the boy after he had tried to get into the play, only to learn that the ticket (which doubtless cost a lot of Gil from whatever scalper he had bought it from) had been a fake. Puck and Zidane, who intended to sneak in, offered to help him (though Zidane told Puck not to call Vivi 'Slave Number One'). As they got ready to sneak in, Zidane learned from Vivi that he used to live near Treno, in the company of a Qu known as Quan. Quan had died recently, and Vivi had opted to travel to see the play.

Suddenly, there was a shout from nearby. "INTRUDERS!" Zidane whipped his head around, to see a pair of Pluto Knights charging at them. "WHERE'S THE PRINCESS?!" One of them demanded.

"Shit!" Zidane hissed, before grabbing his charges. The nearest escape route, ironically, was onto the stage of Tantalus' theatre-ship, the _Prima Vista_. They rushed on stage as the characters mourned the deaths of Cornelia and Marcus (the latter of whom had committed suicide for killing his lover).

As the Pluto Knights followed, Vivi yelled, "Don't come any closer!" He then thrust out his hands in desperation, and a ball of flame spat out. The Pluto Knight in the path dodged it, and the Fire spell hit the hood of the girl, who leapt up with a shriek of fright, and flung off the burning robe to reveal no less august a personage than Princess Garnet til Alexandros XVII.

Zidane gaped for a moment. It was often said that Garnet was the most beautiful princess Alexandria had ever known, and while he didn't know that for sure, she was certainly very beautiful. Shiny, lustrous black locks of hair framed a gentle face, her dark eyes currently wide in shock. Underneath the robe, she was dressed in orange coveralls and a white shirt. Zidane found it hard to believe that she was related to the rather corpulent Queen Brahne, who even now was staring down at the stage, her shock turning to anger.

"Cinna! Marcus! It's time!" the rotund, pig-nosed Baku, still dressed in his finery as King Leo, snapped. "We've gotta get the hell out of here!"

Cinna nodded, then turned to Garnet. "Princess, better buckle in, it's gonna be a rough ride!"

As the squat, hammer-wielding man retreated backstage, along with his boss, Steiner stared at them all, before demanding, "What is going on?!"

"Steiner!" Garnet said. "I order you not to follow me anymore!"

After a moment's dithering, Steiner scowled. "I'm afraid I cannot comply, Princess! This farce has gone on long enough! Pluto Knights, seize the bandits!"

As the Pluto Knights attacked Marcus, who held them off, Zidane remarked, "For a royal bodyguard, you don't take orders very well."

"Silence!" Steiner snapped. "Who are you to speak of such things? One of this crew?"

Zidane glared at the pompous knight. "I am Sir Zidane Crescent-Tribal of Burmecia, Captain Steiner."

Steiner gaped, and then looked at Puck, his eyes widening in recognition, before he stammered, "What…what are you and your charge doing here, then?"

"Watching a play." Suddenly, the Pluto Knights retreated, Marcus laughing, having scared them off. Then, the theatre-ship rocked, and began to rise. "It seems that we're going for a ride as well," Zidane observed dryly.

"Steiner, who is this?" Garnet asked.

"Sir Zidane Crescent-Tribal of Burmecia," Steiner said, torn between respect and annoyance. "The bodyguard of Prince Puck of Burmecia. A noted troublemaker and crude of speech, but also a fine warrior. It is said that those who rouse his ire find themselves despoiled of everything they own, save for their smallclothes."

"Hey, it was just a couple of times, okay! And those guys were arseholes," Zidane protested.

Steiner shook his head. "It matters not. Sir Zidane, I beseech you, please help me stop this crew!"

"Look, it seems like your princess wants to leave with these guys," Zidane pointed out. Suddenly, the concussive boom of cannons filled the air, and Zidane, his charges underarm, had to dive away as a massive harpoon smashed into the stage. Zidane looked back at Brahne, who looked furious, barking orders at her soldiers. "Is she insane?! She nearly hit her own daughter!"

"Her Majesty is panicking!" Steiner yelled. "She's not thinking clearly!"

Another cannon shot out a shell, that burst open to reveal a Bomb, a burning orb of orange and red with eyes and a fanged mouth. The living explosive leered, and then dived at the stage. Zidane threw Puck and Vivi behind some debris, before pulling Garnet and Steiner behind the same debris, yelling at Marcus "**_DOWN!_**" Marcus dove for the wings as the Bomb hit the stage. A massive explosion rocked the _Prima Vista_.

As the shards of wood ceased raining down around them, Zidane, Steiner, Garnet, Vivi and Puck poked their heads up cautiously, coughing on the smoke. "…You call **_that_** a panicked reaction?" Zidane asked as the ship began swaying alarmingly. "She nearly killed us!"

"Fear and panic murders rational thought!" Steiner retorted. "I thank you for your assistance nonetheless."

"Don't thank me yet," Zidane said. The theatre-ship was shaking and swaying. Even as they hit the Mist just outside the plateau Alexandria was perched on, Zidane knew that the theatre-ship was about to crash. "Hold on tight!"

With a great banshee scream, the _Prima Vista_ began plummeting through the Mist, towards a forested area. Like dice hurled by a petulant giant, Zidane and the others were flung out by the swaying ship, smashed into unconsciousness. The last thing Zidane heard before everything went dark was an explosion from the _Prima Vista_ crashing…

**CHAPTER 1 ANNOTATIONS:**

**Hope you enjoyed this opening chapter. As with the game, Zidane has the skills of a thief. In fact, he often uses those skills to support himself and Puck while they're travelling. You'll also note that Steiner had heard of him, if only by reputation. Zidane is not as famed as, say, either Freya or Fratley, but he is known for humiliating his opponents, and while his face is not known, he does have a minor reputation. This means that Steiner will be less fractious towards Zidane. Part of the reason for that is that Steiner, in the game, viewed Zidane as nothing more than a thief. Here, in this story, Steiner already has some small respect for Zidane, as they have a similar job description, though he is appalled by Zidane's manners.**

**By the way, the letter I mentioned? It's important, especially when Zidane and Freya reunite in Lindblum.**

**There'll be a bit of a time-skip for the next chapter, which will be set after Evil Forest gets petrified.**

**1. In ****_Amethyst and Garnet_****, I stated this was my personal fanon, regarding ****_I Want to Be Your Canary_****. I think of it as an improvisation play, like ****_Commedia del'arte_****. You've got the characters, the basic story, and some key scenes you can use, but you improvise. Keep in mind that we see very different scenes throughout the two times the play is shown, and Brahne doesn't seem surprised when Cornelia takes the blade for her father, commenting that the play is splendid this year.**


	3. Chapter 2: Getting Acquainted

**CHAPTER 2:**

**GETTING ACQUAINTED**

Zidane stared at the fire morosely. Behind them, the Evil Forest lay, now petrified. Blank, one of the members of Tantalus, had gotten caught during their escape after helping them free Garnet and Puck from the clutches of the Plant Brain that controlled the plant monsters of Evil Forest. Steiner seemed indifferent to the young man's fate, even satisfied, given that Blank had been part of Tantalus. But Zidane felt a strange kinship with the sarcastic young man who looked like he was a patchwork doll. He was the one who created the medicine that saved Vivi, Steiner, Garnet and Puck's lives.

After recovering from the crash-landing, Steiner and Zidane, who had ended up landing close together, searched for their charges, only to find Garnet and Puck trapped by a plant monster that caged them. Zidane had gone into Trance, but despite using Free Energy attacks to try and kill it, only succeeded in driving it off. Vivi was soon captured thereafter, but had managed to use his Fire spells to burn the creature into submission. The creature sprayed Vivi and Steiner with its spores, though, and Zidane was forced to drag them back to where the _Prima Vista_ had crashed.

Blank had given Vivi and Steiner medicine to remove the spores the plant creature had infected them with. Meanwhile, Zidane confronted the Tantalus boss, Baku, demanding to know why he had kidnapped Garnet. Baku had been less than forthcoming, and had also the temerity to say that he didn't intend to search for Garnet and Puck, as he had to help the wounded of his crew before they tried to venture forth into the Evil Forest. Baku said that Zidane was free to go search for them, and once Vivi and Steiner had recovered, Zidane had recruited them both.

Steiner was pleased that Zidane intended to search for the two royal heirs, and had agreed to help Zidane find them. It was he who suggested recruiting Vivi, because despite the Black Mage's young age, he was quite adept at spells. Blank gave them a vial of the medicine, for use with Garnet and Puck. He would later come to help them on Baku's orders while they confronted the Plant Brain. But killing that creature caused the Evil Forest to petrify, and Blank had gotten caught by some of the Plant Brain's minions wanting revenge.

They opted to camp just outside the Evil Forest while Garnet and Puck recovered. Steiner was reluctant to, considering the effects of the Mist, but conceded that Garnet and Puck needed to recover. As Zidane and Vivi stared at the fire, Steiner asked, "Sir Zidane…"

"Stop calling me 'sir'," Zidane snapped, a little irritably. "My knighthood is only because I'm Puck's bodyguard."

"…My apologies. Zidane, why did you and your charge, along with Master Vivi, sneak into the play like common ne'er-do-wells?" Steiner asked.

"Well, we didn't have enough money to see the play, and Puck and I prefer to go incognito rather than rely on the name of the Burmecian Royals to get our way. Puck really wanted to go, and I didn't want to piss anyone off too much by pinching their tickets," Zidane said. "I'd probably fit in with Tantalus, I'm pretty good at pickpocketing and lockpicking." Zidane enjoyed the mortified look on Steiner's face, before he continued. "Vivi bought a ticket in Treno, but it was a fake, made up by some nasty con-artist. We brought him in because he wanted to see the play. Actually, it wasn't just the play I wanted to see. I'd never seen Princess Garnet before, and I was hoping to catch a glimpse of her. I guess I saw more than that."

"Hmmph. Well, I cannot condone your breaking of the law. However, I thank you for your assistance," Steiner said. "I would expect nothing less from one with your duties."

Zidane nodded, before looking at the map thrown to him by Blank. Not that he needed the map of the Mist Continent: he knew where he was most of the time. "The base levels of the various Gates are closed, usually due to lack of maintenance due to the Mist," he said. "I have a Gate Pass, so we can pass through South Gate to Lindblum. But to get there, we have to go through the Ice Cavern nearby, which eventually goes above the Mist, and ends up near a village called Dali. South Gate's not far from there."

"But we need to get back to Alexandria!" Steiner protested.

"I know, but we don't have many options! It'll be hard to get back to Alexandria, but once we're in Lindblum, you can get an airship easily from there. Anyway, isn't Regent Cid on good terms with the Princess?"

"Yes, she views him as an uncle," Steiner conceded.

Zidane nodded, before saying, "Once we reach Dali, we'll stay there overnight. Then, once we're rested, we'll head for Lindblum."

"That is where I intended to go in any case," Garnet said, emerging from the tent, her hair a little dishevelled.

"Princess! You're awake!" Steiner yelped.

"Indeed. I thank you all for your help."

"It is my sworn duty to protect you at any cost," Steiner said. "Sir Zidane and Master Vivi went above and beyond the call of duty to save you, along with Prince Puck. If those brigands hadn't kidnapped you…"

"Steiner, I left the castle willingly," Garnet said. "I had no knowledge of their plans. I intended to conceal myself on the _Prima Vista _and ask for passage to Lindblum, to speak with Uncle Cid. I am sorry I did not tell either you or Beatrix, but I have become concerned about my mother lately, as well as that Treno noble who visits frequently."

"Do you mean that peacock Kuja?" Steiner asked.

"Yes. I fear she may be planning something terrible, and I wanted to ask Uncle Cid to intercede on my behalf," Garnet admitted.

"That…might be a bit hard for him to do, face-to-face, I mean," Zidane said.

"What do you mean?" Garnet asked.

"Six months ago, Lady Hilda Garde caught Cid in bed with another woman," Zidane explained. "She turned him into an Oglop, and made off with the _Hilda Garde_, a steam-powered airship named for her. The last I heard, she hasn't returned."

"How do you know this?" Steiner asked.

"Puck and I met Lady Hilda briefly as she was leaving," Zidane said, leaving out the little incriminating detail that he and Puck had snuck on board the prototype airship for kicks. He still had the photo, and pulled it out.

Garnet blinked as she looked at the photo, before saying, with a chuckle, "Even as an Oglop, he still has the moustache."

"Yeah. I think Cid's been secluded ever since. Only a few of his most trusted people know he was transformed, I'd bet. I haven't actually met the man, save for one occasion before that incident. We were asked to go to Lindblum as emissaries of Burmecia. That was boring as hell." That was actually the day before that incident, actually, Zidane reflected. Cid had shown them around the airship docks. That's when Puck got the bright idea of sneaking onto the ship. Not to actually steal it, but to have a look around after Cid didn't want them to board.

"Hmm," Steiner said. "Very well. Unless a more convenient way of returning to Alexandria presents itself, I will escort the Princess to Lindblum with your assistance. And to tell the truth, I too find myself disquieted by Kuja, as did General Beatrix. But I was not privy to the Queen's meetings with him. Your fears are in all likelihood unfounded, Princess, but if it will make you feel better, I will bring you to Lindblum."

"I thank you, Steiner. And you too, Zidane and Vivi. I will make sure to sing your praises to the King of Burmecia once I have time," Garnet said.

"That's fine," Zidane said. "We'll rest here overnight. That should be long enough for you and Puck to be ready for travel. And I've got to apologise in advance, but the food on this journey isn't going to be _haute cuisine_. I've got some biscuits, water, jerky, and a few others things. When we stop by in Dali, we'll have a decent meal there, but it's not going to be royal food or anything."

"I am fine with that," Garnet said. "Believe it or not, not all of my tastes are refined. And to tell the truth, the amount of food my mother would sometimes consume is more than a little damaging to my own appetite."

Zidane nodded, thinking back to the corpulent frame of Brahne. "Well, we'd better get going tomorrow. Big day ahead of us. Hopefully, nothing will go wrong…"

* * *

><p>The next day, Zidane was cursing his words of the previous evening as he went back to fetch Steiner, Garnet, Vivi and Puck. They'd made it to the Ice Cavern with little trouble, even being given some supplies by a Moogle who had lived in the Evil Forest. But when they came close to the exit, a strange enchanted blizzard sent them all to sleep. Zidane woke up when he heard a noise like the ringing of a bell, and investigated, only to be confronted by a Black Mage like Vivi, only larger, monstrous, and with wings. It had summoned a creature called a Sealion, and only by going into Trance and using a Tidal Flame did Zidane prevail.<p>

As he walked back to them, he remembered a voice yelling at him after he had stopped the Black Mage. "_Black Waltz Number 1 may have failed, but Number 2 and 3 will capture the princess!_" He hadn't seen who had yelled that, and had gone back to the others. But it certainly meant that someone was trying to capture Garnet. Was that Black Waltz thing an agent of Brahne? Or perhaps it was someone else after the Princess who sent it.

Zidane could hazard a guess why. While they were walking through the Ice Cavern, Garnet had confessed to the others that she held Eidolons within her, powerful magical beings. She lacked the ability to summon them, though Zidane thought it was partly psychological rather than an actual inability.

"Zidane!" Puck yelled as he shook off the snow covering him. "What the heck happened?!"

"There was a monster causing the blizzard," Zidane said. "I killed it." After a moment's consideration, he said, "Captain Steiner, I need to talk to you in private for a moment."

Steiner looked puzzled, before shrugging, and following Zidane a little way ahead of them. After Zidane thought they were far enough away, he said quietly to Steiner, "What I fought was some sort of Black Mage, like Vivi, only bigger, stronger, and way nastier. After I defeated it, I heard a voice yell that it was Black Waltz Number 1, and that Number 2 and 3 would capture the princess. I didn't see who yelled."

"Was it sent by Alexandria?" Steiner asked.

"If it was, it didn't seem to have any compunction about killing anyone. We were all affected by that blizzard, remember? I don't know how I resisted it. Anyway, it could be another faction is interested in the princess."

"Mayhap it was those bandits in Tantalus," Steiner mused.

"I don't think it's them. They'd do something like a stealthy abduction, not this. Steiner, if what that voice yelled was true, we might have to face a couple more like it, and it was a damned strong enemy. I'm also worried that it may not be an abduction for ransom. I think someone might want Garnet for her Eidolons," Zidane said. "It's just a hunch, though."

"An appalling thought all the same," Steiner muttered. "I thank you for being frank with me, but why not tell the others?"

"You're Garnet's bodyguard. It's better that you know about this, in case they strike again. They mobilised pretty quickly after Garnet left Alexandria, so we might have to expect another attack soon. Keep an eye on Garnet. If need be, I will take over for you."

Steiner scowled. "Very well. We must get going. It may already be dusk, and we need to make it to Dali ere nightfall."

* * *

><p>As they emerged from the Ice Cavern, they saw that Steiner's fears were unfounded. It was still mid-afternoon, and Dali lay ahead in the distance. "Princess, hold up a moment," Zidane said. When Garnet faced him, he said, "We'll have to think of an alias for you. People may be searching for you, including the wrong sort of people. Most of the names we have are fairly common, but Garnet would stick out like a sore thumb, especially with your description. If we use an assumed name, we'll minimise the risk of them finding us. Once we get to Lindblum, we won't need it anymore."<p>

As Garnet thought about it, Steiner scowled. "Is that truly necessary? The Princess need not sneak around under an alias like a common brigand!"

"Steiner, if we go around advertising that Princess Garnet til Alexandros XVII is walking around with a minimal escort, how long will it be before someone tries to kidnap her? Better to keep schtum about it," Zidane said. "It's how I kept Puck safe. I rarely used an alias with him, as Puck's a pretty common name in Burmecia, but that's because we tried to keep things quiet." _And didn't always succeed_, he thought to himself, though he didn't mention it to Steiner.

"…Sarah."

Zidane and Steiner looked over at Garnet. "Sorry?" Zidane asked.

"…I've liked the name 'Sarah' for some reason. I thought, should I ever have a daughter, I would have chosen either Sarah or Cornelia(1)," Garnet said.

"Well, I'm not complaining. It's a good name, good for a girl, and pretty common too. You sure about it?"

Garnet nodded. "From now on, until we reach Lindblum, my name is Sarah. Steiner, please remember that."

"…I will endeavour to try." Steiner looked far from happy.

"There's another thing," Zidane said. "If we're trying to be inconspicuous, you two will have to speak a bit more casually. I know, I know, all those years of elocution lessons going to waste. There's basic manners, and then there's elocution. You don't have to leave the former to get rid of the latter. Just talk like me, or Puck, or Vivi."

Zidane nearly laughed at the indignant expression on Steiner's face. Garnet…no, Sarah smiled. "I will try…no…umm, you've got it?"

"Well, you're trying," Zidane said with an encouraging smile. "Okay, let's go. We'll practise on the way. Once we're done at Dali, we'll head to Lindblum." _And hope there's no more nasty surprises along the way_, Zidane thought to himself.

Sadly, fate seemed to have it in for him. For there were plenty more in store…

**CHAPTER 2 ANNOTATIONS:**

**We'll start to elaborate a bit more on Zidane's childhood in Burmecia in later chapters, with the next chapter dealing with the events in Dali. We'll timeskip to the factory, after Vivi has been abducted.**

**1. Remember, Sarah is Garnet's real name, as revealed on the Eidolon Wall in one of the game's Easter eggs…**


	4. Chapter 3: Golem Soldiers

**CHAPTER 3:**

**GOLEM SOLDIERS**

Princess Garnet wasn't sure what to make of Zidane. On the one hand, he was a royal bodyguard, and he seemed capable of talking to Steiner on a level the Captain of the Pluto Knights understood. Steiner still seemed reluctant to go to Lindblum, but Zidane's arguments were sound. On the other, he spoke rather casually, even crudely, at times, as did his charge, Prince Puck. He was rather like those people in Tantalus, and Zidane had cheerfully admitted he preferred their sort of company to some of the echelons of society he had to deal with. He spoke highly of the King of Burmecia and his (adoptive) parents, along with his sister, Lady Freya Crescent, and Sir 'Iron-Tail' Fratley.

She had to admit, though, his cheerful demeanour and sardonic attitude towards the nobility was refreshing. He _intrigued_ her. As far as royal bodyguards were concerned, Steiner and Beatrix were both very old-fashioned, though Beatrix was at least easier to talk to. An irony, considering the reputation she had abroad of a cold, relentless warrior. Zidane, despite his reputation as a man who loved to humiliate his enemies (she had heard Steiner and Beatrix speak a little of him before), was surprisingly approachable.

That being said, it didn't stop his eyes from roving along her body appreciatively. Garnet had heard the hyperbole that she was the most beautiful princess in Alexandria's history. Zidane clearly agreed, given his demeanour, though he didn't do more than look. And smile. Then again, it could have been worse. And to be fair to him, he was probably the first boy her age that she had known for very long. Virtually all the nobles and dignitaries she had met properly were adults.

After exploring Dali (and learning not only a new way of speaking, something her elocution tutors would have an apoplectic fit if they knew, but also things like the fact that Oglops ate crop vegetables and were considered a pest…and hated by many), she had returned to the inn on Zidane's advice. Zidane returned not long afterwards, along with Puck, though Vivi and Steiner were yet to return.

Puck was rather crude and rude, and somewhat antisocial. As he sat on a bed, reading one of the few readable books in the inn's library (a complete works of Lord Avon, most of the other books being 'get rich quick' books), Zidane, on her request, began talking to her about his life.

"…and, well, if I ever saw my sister again," Zidane concluded, patting his waistcoat, "I've got to give her this letter. Even got a waterproof bag for it."

"A sad story," Garnet remarked sincerely. "But I must confess, I'm worried about Vivi. I know that Steiner can look after himself, but Vivi…I would have thought that he would return by now."

Zidane scratched his chin pensively. "You've got a point. You're right, Steiner can look after himself. But Vivi…well, he can handle himself in a fight pretty well, as can you, Sarah, but, well…" He shook his head. "Let's go have a look for him. He was standing by the windmill, last time I saw him."

* * *

><p>Soon, she was standing with Zidane and Puck near the village windmill, but they heard, faintly, the sound of someone crying, along with the squawk of a Chocobo. Puck found the source, some sort of ventilation pipe. "Vivi?" Puck called into the pipe.<p>

"…Puck? Is that you?"

"Yeah, Zidane and Sarah are here as well," Puck said.

Zidane knelt down next to the pipe. "Vivi, are you hurt? Can you move? Where are you?"

"Down beneath this village. They…told me to stay here. I'm not hurt or anything."

"Okay, we're going to find you," Zidane said. "Just hold on."

"It seemed like a quiet village," Garnet murmured.

Zidane nodded. "There'll be ways to get underground."

* * *

><p>They soon found their way underground via a surprisingly conspicuous hatch in the windmill. Making their way through the underground passages, they found themselves near an enclosure with a Chocobo waddling around morosely. In a nearby hut, they could hear people talking. Garnet's attention, however, was on a large barrel with a very familiar insignia, an eight-pointed star on a green background.<p>

"Why is this one moving? Looks kinda different from the others," someone said. "Is it true that the mayor's brother found it?"

"Hal the innkeeper? Yeah. He offered the info as an olive branch to his brother. I guess that means they've reconciled."

"He was on the old woman's side before about abandoning the farm, wasn't he?"

"Yeah, but they were blueing. We need more workers here anyway. We'd better put this one in one of the delivery crates, the guys at the castle can deal with it."

"Yeah, production's our problem, not when one of them get loose." A pair of men came out, escorting Vivi. But as Zidane tensed, about to leap out, Garnet put her hand over his mouth.

"Quiet, Zidane," Garnet hissed quietly. "I need to tell you something." Once Vivi and his escort moved away, she said quietly, "I have seen these barrels before at Alexandria Castle. This place, whatever it is, is supplying something to the castle. I need to know what that is first, so I believe we need to remain hidden. Please, avoid starting trouble."

Zidane scowled, but nodded. "Okay, but if I have an opportunity to help Vivi, I'm taking it, trouble or not."

"Sure," Garnet said.

They made their way further through the complex, and came across a room that seemed to have some massive machine processing Mist. Then, Garnet heard sobbing from a nearby crate. "Zidane, Puck! Help me!" she said.

As they opened it, Vivi looked at them. "Zidane! Sarah! Puck!"

"Hey, Vivi! Why the hell would they stuff you into a box?" Zidane asked as he fished the young Black Mage out of the crate.

"I…I don't know," Vivi admitted. "After you left me near the windmill, a bunch of guys kidnapped me. They told me to stay put, and I was so scared, I didn't know what to do but obey. They asked me things like 'Why were you outside?', and then said something about a cargo ship not being here yet. I didn't know what they were talking about, so I didn't say anything. Eventually, they decided to put me in with today's shipment, whatever that was."

"I'm glad you're safe, Vivi," Zidane said. "But next time, try and do something. Try screaming…I dunno, 'GET OFF ME, YOU SCUMBAG!', or 'CHILD MOLESTER!' You don't know how many times that one saved Puck. It'd surprise your attackers, give you a chance to run, or fight back if need be."

Garnet frowned. She was not wholly ignorant of the dangers and depravities of the world, so she understood what he meant. A bit of an unorthodox tactic, but possibly sound. Puck was chuckling at some memory or other.

"Now, Vivi, Sarah wants to check out what's ahead, and so do I. I know you may not want to go further, but…"

"It's okay. I want to know too," Vivi said.

Puck, who had wandered off, was peering at the device. "Zidane, ain't this a Mist Engine? Y'know, like in airships?"

Zidane shook his head. "It uses Mist, but it's no Mist Engine I've ever seen." He went over to a nearby door, where pipes from the machine Puck was looking at snaked through. Zidane opened the door and peeked through. "There's some sort of Mist extraction and concentration device in here, sucking it from an opening below the level of the Mist."

"Are these eggs emerging from this machine?" Garnet asked, watching as something round came out on some sort of conveyer belt.

Zidane came over, shutting the door. He peered at the device and its products. "I guess. The real question is, what the hell do they hatch into?"

* * *

><p>They soon got their answer. A little further down, the quartet of intruders had found a horrifying secret. The eggs were hatched into…well, Black Mages, hoisted along a conveyor into a machine that boxed them. Like adult versions of Vivi.<p>

While Vivi was horrified, Garnet was musing about why her mother would create this. Puck was just gaping. And Zidane?

He had been thinking.

_Why would Alexandria Castle need these guys? It's a bit weird to manufacture mere dolls, which is what they look like. They must be able to become active, that's why the Dali villagers were confused about Vivi. They must be some sort of golem. And if they were, like Vivi, capable of Black Magic, I've got the feeling they're going to be used for more than just household servants. That Black Waltz thing was probably created here. I'd bet any money Brahne's making an army. Last time I spoke to the King, he was uneasy about missives he had received from Brahne, missives that seemed to have thinly-veiled threats, unreasonable trade requests…it's as if she wants to start a war_…

His thoughts were interrupted when he heard someone approaching. He was forced to take Garnet, Vivi, and Puck, and dive into the heart of the boxing machine, only for them to soon get boxed up. The crates were put into a barrel, and as the barrel was prepared to be loaded into a cargo airship, Zidane overheard a couple of workers remarking that it was easier money than farming. He had seen the farm for Dali, and noted that it was much smaller than it should be. Then, he heard frightened yelps, and cries that a 'scary guy in armour' was approaching. They ran, and soon, the distinctive loud clanking of Steiner's armour approached. Zidane began squirming out of his crate, with difficulty, and as Steiner examined the barrel, Zidane managed to free himself, though not without causing the barrel to rock, to Steiner's astonishment.

"Steiner!" Zidane yelled, as he began punching at the lid of the barrel. He managed to open it, and poked his head out, looking at the astonished Pluto Knight.

"Zidane! Where are the others? Where is the Prin…Sarah?" Steiner asked.

"In here. Come on, help me," Zidane said, before he got out of the barrel, and, with Steiner's help, tipped it onto its side. They extracted the crates with Garnet, Vivi and Puck (Vivi and Puck sharing a crate), and once they were out, Zidane looked at Garnet and the others. "You guys okay?"

"Yeah," Vivi nodded, though his tone was rather morose.

"I am sorry, Vivi. I never knew anything of that kind of thing was happening at the castle," Garnet said.

"What do you mean?" Steiner demanded.

Zidane gestured him over, and opened one of the other crates. As Steiner gaped at the inert Black Mage within, Zidane said, "I think they're golems of some kind. And Sarah has seen this barrel's insignia at the castle."

Steiner looked up at the cargo ship nearby. "I have seen this cargo ship at the castle before, but…"

"Guys!" Puck yelped. "Something's coming this way!"

And so it was. Yet another Black Waltz, Zidane guessed. It had the wings and the sinister appearance. As it approached, it vanished and reappeared multiple times with an eerie noise. When it finally stopped its little vanishing trick, it said, in a rasping voice, "Princess…the Queen is awaiting your presence."

"So you were sent by Brahne," Zidane muttered.

"And you must be the one that killed Black Waltz Number 1," the Black Waltz said. "He was the weakest of us. My speed, strength, and magic power are far superior to that crookbacked piece of carrion! Princess, come!"

"I am not returning to the castle!" Garnet snapped.

"Willingly or not, you will come with me. Your companions are surplus to requirements!"

"I will escort her back to the castle!" Steiner snapped. "I am her bodyguard! And you have threatened the life of Prince Puck of Burmecia, an ally of Alexandria."

"Kee hee hee! I don't care. Those rats will soon be exterminated! What's one more to begin with?"

"You've just signed your death warrant," Zidane snarled. "Those who threaten my charge's life must die."

"By all means, try! I, Black Waltz Number 2, won't let you stand in the way of my mission!"

* * *

><p>The battle had been long and arduous. Zidane had a hard time beating the first Black Waltz, but this second was on a whole new level, and it was just as well he had the others to help. Puck mixed up various concoctions to throw at the Black Waltz(1). Vivi tried using Black Magic at first, but the Black Waltz merely used higher-tier spells in retaliation, so Vivi stuck to helping Steiner enchant his sword with magic. Garnet healed them well, performing well under pressure. Steiner and Zidane, between the two of them, managed to fell the Black Waltz.<p>

Garnet looked at the inert body of the Black Waltz, along with Steiner. "…Did my mother truly send this creature after us?"

"Misdirection, it must be!" Steiner snapped. "This abomination said that to mislead you! I am sure that Her Majesty would have faith in my abilities to keep you safe. And I am sure she would certainly not threaten the peace between Alexandria and Burmecia! Unless…she thought Zidane and Puck counted amongst your abductors."

"She'd better not," Zidane growled.

"In any case, I suspect that this Black Waltz is from some other party. Mayhap that Treno peacock, Kuja," Steiner said.

"Who's this Kuja guy, anyway?" Puck asked.

"A noble associated with the King family," Steiner said. "Of late, he seems to be ingratiating himself with Her Majesty. I have little to do with him, but something about his manner rubs me the wrong way. I have heard whispers that he is a supplier of materiel."

"Materiel?" Puck asked.

"That's materiel with an 'e', right?" Zidane asked. On Steiner's nod, he said, "Steiner means military supplies. Weapons, rations, armour, that sort of thing. But why would Kuja want Sarah?"

"To hold to ransom…or like you suggested, Zidane. He may want her Eidolons." Steiner shook his head. "Come, we have little time to waste. We can commandeer that cargo ship."

"To go to Lindblum?"

After a moment, Steiner nodded. "I'll go and speak to the pilot."

As Steiner strode off, Puck muttered, "Why have I got the feeling he's going to get it to go to Alexandria instead?"

"It's probably going there anyway," Zidane said. "We'll have to commandeer it if we're to get to Lindblum. We'll have to get on before long."

Garnet looked rather pensive, as did Vivi. The Black Mage spoke up. "…Zidane? Those dolls they were making…underground…did they look like me?"

"They resembled you, Vivi, but I think they were golems, not dolls. They wouldn't be alive in the way you are," Zidane said. "Don't worry about it." Suddenly, the propellers of the airship began spinning, and Zidane yelped, "Shit! It's moving! Steiner must be dealing with a clockwork pilot. Come on, get on board, go, go, go!"

Vivi and Puck needed little persuasion to scramble up the ladder at the rear of the ship. Garnet seemed a bit more reluctant. "Sarah, come on. Trust me, we'll head to Lindblum!"

As Garnet seemed to be torn, Zidane gently took her by the shoulders and escorted her to the ladder. Part of him was thinking, _I'm touching her, I'm touching Princess Garnet til Alexandros XVII, and by the gods, she is __**hot!**_ He tried to quiet that voice, but to little avail.

Garnet shook him away, before saying, "I can climb, you know."

Zidane, realising that the cargo ship was about to take off, began climbing up right after her, getting a rather good view of her derriere, clad in that rather tight orange coveralls of hers. He got more than a view when the cargo ship jolted, and her derriere met his face briefly.

With a startled shriek, she clambered up, while Zidane, his face as red as her own, clambered up after her, the cargo ship taking off as he did so. One thought went through his head as he did so. A thought that, if he spoke out loud, she would get even more angry and embarrassed.

_Ooo, __**soft**_…

**CHAPTER 3 ANNOTATIONS:**

**Okay, so I lied (or at least spoke too soon) when I said I would do a timeskip to the Dali factory stuff. I wanted to do some stuff from Garnet's point of view, as well as lay some groundwork for the Zidane/Garnet shipping. Also, I wanted to show that, while this Zidane's a bit more serious and a touch more respectful, he still has his lecherous tendencies. He's just better at hiding them.**

**You'll also note that Steiner is acting, if not intelligently, then less stupid than he is in the game. Steiner does show, at times, that he has some intelligence (when in Dali, he muses that pubs are prime sources of information). I think because Zidane's far less antagonistic towards him, and is closer to his station, Steiner accepts things a bit more. He's still unwilling to countenance Brahne doing anything wrong, but he's willing to accept that someone is willing to cause war between Burmecia and Alexandria, and using the queen's name to do so as misdirection. I had him put the blame on Kuja partly because we hear and see so little of him until the end of the first disc, beyond a brief mention from Garnet while talking to Cid. But I would like to believe that Steiner knew something of Kuja. So, in a way, Steiner is right, but for the wrong reasons.**

**Review-answering time! I'm astonished at how quickly I got them. Anyway, first, ****UnknownUnseenUnheard****: Zidane's relationship with Steiner is one of, if not quite equals, then of the same station, being royal bodyguards. They respect each other's ability and loyalty to their charges, but not their attitudes. Steiner thinks Zidane too uncouth and casual, while Zidane considers Steiner too blinkered and anal retentive. Zidane keeps his trolling to the 'banter' level. As for Burmecia, well, they may not get taken by surprise, but it will still be a curbstomping. Finally, regarding Steiner's attitude to Blank's petrification, he considers Blank and Tantalus responsible for endangering his charge. Look at it from his point of view. It doesn't make what he feels right, but it explains it.**

**Reishin Amara****: Yeah, ****_no_****. Besides, Eiko actually stated that the survivors suffered afterwards, suggesting that the ****_Invincible_**** caused some sort of illness that killed them. Her parents and grandfather were away from the village at the time, if I recall correctly, and only arrived back some time afterwards, so your idea, intriguing though it is, probably wouldn't work.**

**jgkitarel****: Thanks. I thought of that theory long before I came to write A Third Summoner, when I first espoused it. And you're probably right. I remember reading, for example, about scenes in ****_Macbeth_**** involving Hecate that were added by a later author, possibly Thomas Middleton.**

**1. I wondered whether Puck should participate in battle, so I decided that he was an Alchemist, a bit like Rikku's Overdrive in ****_Final Fantasy X_****. He doesn't actually fight per se, just stands at the edge of battle and throws stuff.**


	5. Chapter 4: The Last Waltz

**CHAPTER 4:**

**THE LAST WALTZ**

Wars had been started for less than touching a princess' buttocks, Zidane knew. During his etiquette classes, he had this impressed upon him time and time again. For example, the most recent war between Burmecia and Alexandria, about 30 years ago, had been started because Brahne, then a young princess herself, had playfully yanked the tail of King Puck IV (the rather ill-tempered father of the current King)(1).

So when he got on board, he apologised. Garnet was as embarrassed as he was, but decided not to make a fuss of it, so the quartet entered the cargo ship with little delay, only to find something even more shocking than an accidental contact between royal derriere and face.

Black Mages were walking around, tending to the engines. Vivi went to try and get their attention, but they ignored him. "It seems that you were right, Zidane," Garnet murmured. "They're some sort of golem."

Vivi came back, looking despondent. "I tried…but…it's like they don't even know I exist."

"Vivi, they're golems. Barely aware. They're not like you. Look, we'd better get up topside, see what happened. And if we can turn this ship around."

They clambered up a ladder, to find Steiner with his face in his hands on the deck. "How could this happen? What am I to do, going back to the castle without my charge? I can't believe they wouldn't listen to me, and took off without the Princess. What am I going to say to Queen Brahne?"

"You mean Regent Cid, right?" Zidane said as he emerged from the hatch, Vivi, Puck and Garnet (taking up the rear this time to avoid any sudden unexpected contact with her rear) following.

Steiner whirled, to find them present. "Princess! Oh, thank goodness!"

"Steiner, we're going to turn the ship around," Garnet said. "We're taking this to Lindblum."

"Even when we can return to Alexandria with no more delay?" Steiner demanded as Zidane snuck towards the cabin.

"I need to warn Uncle Cid about my mother…and about Kuja," Garnet said. "We are commandeering this cargo ship, Steiner, and heading to Lindblum."

Suddenly, the ship rocked, as Zidane turned it around and began sending it towards South Gate. The Black Mage who had been steering watched on bemused (if it was capable of bemusement, anyway) while Zidane adjusted the steering wheel, whistling a cheerful tune. Steiner stormed to the cabin, and yelled, "What do you think you're doing?"

"Fulfilling one of my childhood dreams. I've always wanted to be an airship pilot," Zidane said with a facile smirk. But it soon fell. "We'll need to be careful going through South Gate. Security's been lax for the time being, but they may have tightened things up recently. If they have us stop there, let me do the talking. I have a Gate Pass. Technically, it's not for airships, but it has been used for that before."

An incoherent noise of anger emerged from Steiner, until he noticed the various Black Mages surrounding them. "That's odd, they haven't reacted to anything before," Zidane murmured.

But then, the Black Mages headed towards the bow, towards…no, past Garnet and Vivi and Puck. Suddenly, something swooped out of the sky, landing on the bow. A Thunder spell was barely dodged by the three of them.

Zidane glared at the creature. It had to be yet another Black Waltz. It stood tall and imperious, wielding an elaborate staff. "So, Number 2 was defeated by such a small, pathetic whelp. You're no match against me!" It laughed sneeringly. "Princess, stay here while I eliminate this brat!"

As Garnet dragged Vivi and Puck away, the Black Mages put themselves between the Black Waltz and the others. The Black Waltz seemed as confused as Zidane and the others were. "…Are you protecting him? Impossible! You are mindless golems with no will of your own! Move aside, or I will wipe you from existence!"

As one, the Black Mages confronting the Black Waltz began casting spells. Just as Garnet dragged Vivi and Puck into the cabin, the Black Waltz unleashed Thundara spells at the massed Black Mages, sending them flying, the bolts of lightning setting them on fire. Many were flung over the side of the cargo ship, sent plummeting to their deaths. Others slammed to the floor, convulsing and juddering terminally.

In his fury, the Black Waltz sent spells at the barrels of the Black Mages, sending them plummeting to their deaths to Vivi's horror, and that of everyone else. _Maybe they weren't so mindless after all_, Zidane mused. _Maybe they just gave their lives to try and protect Vivi_.

"…What cruelty," murmured Steiner, before he roared at the creature, "How dare you attack your own allies!"

"Imbecile! Do I look like some lowly Black Mage golem?"

"It was reprehensible all the same!" Steiner yelled.

"So what? They were expendable. Even as I speak, more are being produced, more useful than you, Adelbert Steiner!"

With a scream of fury, Vivi rushed out, his body glowing and flaring with the energies of Trance. As he began sending spells at the Black Waltz, Steiner dashed out, declaring he would assist Vivi. Zidane looked at Garnet and Puck. "Sarah, I'm going to help them. Steer the ship. It's getting pretty dangerous, so if you want to turn back to Alexandria, go ahead. But whether you decide to head for South Gate or Alexandria, please don't crash the bloody ship!"

Garnet nodded, and as Zidane dashed out, she yelled, "Be careful, Zidane!"

"Kick his arse!" Puck concurred.

As the Black Waltz dodged spells from Vivi and sword slashes from Steiner, it sneered. "The princess' would-be bodyguards have gathered. How convenient. I will eliminate all who stand in my way!"

* * *

><p>As with the previous battles against the Black Waltzes, this one was hard, not helped by Black Waltz Number 3's tendency to take to the skies to avoid Zidane and Steiner's attacks. But Vivi, still fuelled by Trance, his body glowing with unearthly light, managed to hit him. But the time came when a particularly strong Fire spell from Vivi sent the Black Waltz crashing to the deck, whereupon Zidane and Steiner struck simultaneously, stabbing the creature through the torso.<p>

It flung them back with a blast of electricity. "SCUM!" it screamed. "I EXIST ONLY TO KILL!" It flew off.

"Damned coward!" Steiner snarled. "I hope that is the last of these Black Waltzes, like you think. This is getting ludicrous!"

"I think it is. A waltz is a three-beat dance. Ra-cha-cha. If it isn't, we're in big trouble. We're in big enough trouble as it is," Zidane remarked. He saw Vivi, the light of Trance no longer surrounding him, staring at a pointed hat which had stuck on the railing of the ship. He then looked where they were going. "That damned thing left to lick its wounds, and maybe come back to retaliate. And we'll be vulnerable heading through South Gate. We may need to gun it. Hang on, there's some binoculars in the cabin, I'll see if I can see where it's going."

He did so, and peered at where the Black Waltz was heading, towards a small, sleek and slender kind of airship sometimes nicknamed the 'speedboat'. Fast and manoeuvrable. A pair of jesters seemed to be manning it. He remembered something about Alexandria. "Steiner…do you know a pair of jesters, short, one dressed in red, the other in blue?"

"Let me see," Steiner said, taking the binoculars himself. "It's Zorn and Thorn! Either they're searching for the princess, or…they're in league with Kuja! They've just leapt from their speedboat! The Black Waltz has commandeered it! It's heading this way!"

"We can't outmanoeuvre it on this cargo ship. We'll have to gun it," Zidane said, "and hope that we can squeeze through South Gate before it shuts, but it can't." The two dashed into the cabin, with Zidane looking at the engine gauges. "It's old, but it's got power."

"Zidane, this power lever's stiff!" Puck yelled.

"I shall deal with that!" Steiner declared, grabbing the lever and grunting as he wrenched it to full power.

But even as the engines roared with more power, the Black Waltz roared by on his commandeered speedboat. Vivi, who had been staring at the hat of one of his brethren in a morose daze, was snapped out of it as the Black Waltz prepared a Thundara spell. With a scream of anger, Vivi sent a massive Fire spell at the speedboat, sending it spinning away. Vivi collapsed, and Zidane, with a curse, went out onto the deck, looking back at the Black Waltz as he did so. Sadly, the speedboat hadn't been terminally damaged, and recovered, pursuing them again.

As Zidane began to drag Vivi to the cabin, he noted that South Gate's main gate was closing. The cargo ship just clipped the side, sending Zidane and Vivi flying. Zidane got one hand on the railing (with his tail helping to secure himself there), and the other grasping onto Vivi, who was awake again, and screaming in fright. Especially as the Black Waltz in his stolen speedboat approached.

"I EXIST ONLY TO KILL! I EXIST ONLY TO KILL! I EXIST ONLY TO KILL!" the maddened mage chanted, preparing another Thundara spell. However, Zidane, Vivi, and the Black Waltz got a lesson in why one should have the utmost control in preparing said spells. A stray bolt of lightning tore into the engine and structure of the speedboat.

The Black Waltz realised what was happening, turning back to find its engine a burning ruin. It then turned back to Zidane. Although the only visible features of its face were glowing red eyes within an eldritch darkness, it nonetheless had a marvellous expression on its face: to whit, the expression of a person who knows they are utterly screwed.

Zidane called it the 'Oh, shit' face.

Just as the cargo ship burst through the other massive stone gate, which was closing, the speedboat went out of control and exploded, hitting the gate's mechanisms. Flame and smoke followed the cargo ship as it emerged.

With an effort, Zidane pulled Vivi over the railing, before getting over it himself. The engine didn't sound healthy, and he looked at the diagnostic dials. "I think we overdid it," he murmured. "We made it, at least. I guess that's something."

"It's the only consolation to be had," Steiner scowled. "South Gate damaged, along with this ship, the cargo lost…I cannot believe I played a role in this debacle!"

"…It's my fault South Gate got damaged, isn't it?" Garnet asked.

"No, it isn't!" Puck retorted. "It was that bloody Black Waltz thing! Anyway, Regent Cid's got good mechanics and artisans and crap! He'll have it fixed in no time!"

Garnet nodded, though she seemed far from convinced. "Thank you, everyone, for your help and kind words. I didn't mean to get any of you involved. At least now we're near Lindblum, I can finally get something done. We're approaching the main gate."

"That's Lindblum Castle?" Steiner asked. "It is truly massive!"

"The city lies within the castle walls," Garnet said. "And the high castle is where the Regent sits."

"…Zidane," Vivi asked, in a small, lost voice. "Those…Black Mages…are we the same?"

Steiner frowned. "I don't understand, Master Vivi. What seems to be the problem?"

"…It's because he hasn't met anyone else of his kind before," Zidane mused. "And to see that factory beneath Dali…"

"Master Vivi, why would they be the same as you?" Steiner asked. "And why would it matter if they were?"

"Steiner's right!" Puck said. "You're an individual, Vivi, no matter what!"

"You said it, Puck," Zidane said with a grin. "C'mon, Vivi, you've gotta see this. Lindblum from above is fantastic. I've only seen it once, and I don't think you've ever seen anything like it…"

* * *

><p>Soon, Garnet flew the cargo ship into the main airship bay of Lindblum Castle. They soon disembarked, and found some guards waiting for them. "That's a really old airship," one of them remarked, apparently the leader.<p>

"Greetings," Garnet said with a bow. "I am Princess Garnet til Alexandros. The Burmecian is Prince Puck. We humbly request an audience with Regent Cid."

The leader scoffed. "You're kidding me, right? The Princess of Alexandria would have to be pretty desperate to travel on a shabby airship like that, never mind in such company!"

"The Princess was forced to come under dire circumstances!" Steiner yelped. "I am her bodyguard, Captain Adelbert Steiner, and the boy with the tail is Sir Zidane Crescent-Tribal of Burmecia!"

"And I'm Lord Avon," retorted the guard. "I need to see proof."

Garnet proffered her pendant, and the guard frowned. "This looks like the Falcon Claw…but the shape…" He turned to the other two. "You two, fetch the Minister!"

As the two guards scurried off, Steiner scowled. "The perils of going 'incognito'," he muttered. "If you looked less like vagabonds, you and your charge…"

"Captain, when was the last time you polished your armour? There's quite a bit of rust there," Zidane retorted. "You'd think the Captain of the Pluto Knights could afford to clean it, or buy replacement armour."

"I have had to deal with budget cuts!" Steiner snapped. "I would sooner sacrifice my armour before that of my men!"

"What is going on?" asked a man with a thick beard and eyebrows, carrying a book under his arm.

"Ah, Minister Artania," the guard captain said, saluting. "We have unknown visitors wishing to see the Regent. One of them claims to be Princess Garnet of Alexandria, the other, Prince Puck of Burmecia. The one claiming to be Garnet is carrying a jewel resembling the Falcon Claw."

Artania nodded. "You're dismissed. I will handle this." As the guard scurried away, Artania smiled. "It's a pleasure to see you again, Princess."

"Uncle Artania!" Garnet said, with a broad smile.

"And the same for you two, Prince Puck and Sir Zidane," Artania said.

"The Regent's forgiven us for that whole _Hilda Garde_ business?" Zidane asked.

"He thought that the lessons you were made to undergo sufficient punishment. Besides, he thought it good that you pointed out holes in his security, holes which have now been filled," Artania said. "In any case, it was Lady Hilda who stole the _Hilda Garde_, not you."

"What's this about?" Steiner asked suspiciously.

"Long story," Zidane said.

Puck shuddered. "_Very_ long story," he muttered, thinking back to his etiquette lessons…

* * *

><p>They were led to the throne room. Thanks to Zidane sharing the story of his transfiguration, Steiner and Garnet weren't surprised to see an Oglop with a large crescent-shaped moustache on the throne.<p>

"Greetings," Cid said. "Well met, _gwok!_ I am Cid Fabool IX, Regent of Lindblum, though I daresay there are only a few who need to know that. I'm delighted to see you again, Princess Garnet. You have truly become a fine lady, _gwok!_" His eyes roved over to Zidane and Puck. "And Prince Puck and Sir Zidane…keeping out of mischief, _gwok?_"

"Trying…and failing miserably, Regent Cid," Zidane said with a smile. "I told them…about what Lady Hilda did to you. So they wouldn't be surprised."

"I suppose I am grateful, _gwok!_" Cid said. "Actually, I have received word that your sister, Lady Freya Crescent, is in the city. She's staying in an inn in the Industrial District."

"Hey, that's great! I'll go and see her later," Zidane said, before his face fell. "But we bring tidings."

"Indeed we do. Disturbing tidings," Garnet said. "Uncle Cid, I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice. I wish to speak to you urgently about my mother."

"I thought as such. But I am sure it can wait until tomorrow," Cid said. "It seems like you have had a long day, _gwok_. Rest, and then we'll discuss what happened."

"It's almost time for lunch," Artania said. "Please, follow me."

"Yeah! Lunch in a palace! Inn food and travelling food was gettin' old," Puck cheered as he dashed after Artania.

Meanwhile, Zidane looked thoughtful. He needed to see Freya before long, and deliver a letter that he was dreading her getting.

A letter from Sir 'Iron-Tail' Fratley…

**CHAPTER 4 ANNOTATIONS:**

**Hope you enjoyed it. The next chapter will be mostly around Zidane and Freya's reunion, as well as a bit more about their past.**

**Review-answering time! ****Reishin Amara****: …****_What_**** are you smoking? I've never really considered a female Kuja story, and I don't know what that had to do with my answer to your previous review.**

**Jman7****: …Have you ever PLAYED the game? Steiner's skill level in Not Taking a Hint is ludicrously high (to make a reference to the brilliant webcomic ****_Darths and Droids_****). He cannot believe Brahne can do any wrong until Beatrix all but hits him in the face with it, and Brahne rejects her daughter in front of him. Here, at least Steiner can believe that someone is using the Queen's name to cause war, which is a step in the right direction if nothing else. As for Garnet, I'm considering changing that bit, though I need to think of a logical reason why Zidane would willingly allow Garnet to follow him to Burmecia. Remember, in the game, he points out, with good reason, that she isn't aware of the dangers involved in war. The next chapter, though, will concentrate more on Freya and Zidane's sibling relationship.**

**1. The war between Burmecia and Alexandria actually did happen in the history of the game (and they were stopped by Lindblum using the first airships), though the cause of it was something I made up. I'm guessing Prince Puck's grandfather died during the war.**


	6. Chapter 5: Brother and Sister

**CHAPTER 5:**

**BROTHER AND SISTER**

Freya Crescent nursed the tankard of lager in the Doom Pub in Lindblum's Industrial District. Her elegant, rat-like features, framed by white hair, contemplated some of the marks in the bar before her. Each mark had a story to tell, from being caused by accidents with tankards and the like, to being the product of brawls. The Doom Pub didn't suffer brawls often, but when they did happen, they were big ones.

As she sipped from her tankard, she wondered where her brother was. Her little brother, always getting into trouble. The last time she had seen him, it was shortly before he was recalled home to act as an emissary to Lindblum with Puck, about seven months ago or so. They had been helping some Qu, Quina Quen, catch frogs, in the nearby Qu's Marsh. Rumour had it that they both got into trouble in Lindblum shortly afterwards.

She was only young when Zidane came into her life, but she remembered it surprisingly clearly. She was six years old. They had just visited Gizamaluke's Grotto for a service, when they stumbled across a baby in a basket. A cliché, yes, but the baby was left just near the exit for Gizamaluke's Grotto. People claimed that they saw a red eye poking through the clouds, and that the child appeared in a strange blizzard of what looked like alien letters and numbers, picked out in cyan. Many had shunned him because they thought it a sign that the child was cursed, even diabolical. And in any case, it was a human child (albeit one with a feline or simian tail), not a Burmecian.

The Crescents, however, opted to take him home, and Freya remembered feeling excited that she was going to get a baby brother, no matter how odd he looked. And from there, well, they were inseparable.

While Freya was not without her mischievous side, she often was the more responsible sibling to Zidane's more rambunctious brother. The pranks Zidane pulled became legendary, second only to Puck's. In fact, the two had met while running from pranks they had caused, colliding head-on, and got caught during the ensuing argument. This was while Zidane was twelve, before his little sabbatical, while Puck was six. In fact, Puck had demanded that Zidane, when Zidane finished his sabbatical and training with the Dragon Knights, become his royal bodyguard. The two had been inseparable.

Zidane had left Burmecia shortly before Freya did. He had asked for, and been given leave, by the King and the commanders of the Dragon Knights, to seek out his birthplace. Zidane had encountered Freya once during what he called his sabbatical, and had been astonished to learn she had left Burmecia to find Fratley, who had left for his own training two years beforehand, and never returned. The catalyst for both events had been their parents' passing. With her mother and father gone, there was little left for Freya in Burmecia. And she needed to find Fratley, her love.

Thankfully, the King and her commanders saw this not as a desertion. Indeed, in a missive the King sent her via Zidane (the next time they met, once he had been home), he said that she could view this as a mission: to find Fratley, and bring him home.

She was yet to succeed.

Zidane had never found his birthplace (his only clue was a strange, intense blue light), and had returned home, soon becoming Puck's bodyguard. He soon became known as Sir Zidane Crescent-Tribal, a title that rankled with him, she knew, and found amusing.

Sighing despondently, she barely noticed the newcomer as she sipped from her tankard. However, she did hear the familiar voice. "Hey, I'll have the special and a pint."

Bobo, the bartender with a prodigious moustache he loved to twirl, nodded. "Your Soup du Silence will be ready soon. It's 50 Gil."

Freya turned in her seat to find Zidane grinning at her. "Hey, sis!" he said.

"Zidane!" Freya said with a smile. "It's good to see you! But where is Puck?"

"At the castle, having lunch. It's one thing he doesn't like about being on the road: the food. Me, well, it's a bit too posh for my liking in castles. It's been a hell of a few days. Once I finish up, we'll talk about what happened…"

* * *

><p>After finishing meals and drinks at the Doom Pub, Zidane and Freya went to a small, secluded park in the Industrial District, somewhere where the engineers working on the various airships went to relax and unwind. Zidane then told her of an adventure that was scarcely believable…had it not come from the lips of her brother. And it held disturbing undertones.<p>

"A strange tale, if truth be told," Freya murmured. "I have heard rumours that Tantalus' leader, Baku, has connections with Regent Cid, and that sometimes Tantalus does unofficial missions for Cid. It may be that Tantalus was kidnapping Garnet on Cid's orders, in order to bring her to safety."

"Yeah, but Baku seemed to forget about it pretty quick," Zidane said with a scowl. "I can understand him wanting to make sure his comrades were safe, but Cid wouldn't have been happy if he turned up without Garnet alive and well. The thing that worries me is what that Black Waltz thing said, the second one. When Steiner told it that it was attacking Prince Puck, it said, '_I don't care. Those rats will soon be exterminated! What's one more to begin with?_' Which suggests that whoever sent those things is going to wage war against Burmecia. I'll have to tell Regent Cid, especially as it may have been Brahne who sent those things. Steiner doesn't believe it, and I'm not so sure what Garnet thinks either. She's pretty hot, though, and pretty daring for a princess."

Freya scoffed. "You're ridiculous. You're becoming infatuated with Princess Garnet, aren't you?"

"Wouldn't anyone? There's another factor, I think," Zidane said, changing the subject. "Garnet possesses Eidolons, and if Brahne does intend to wage war against Burmecia, Eidolons would be a boon."

"A disturbing thought. To have sent these Black Waltz things to retrieve the princess and kill anyone in the way, it may very well be correct." Freya shook her head. "Never mind. This is not the time for onerous thoughts. Zidane, have you given any thought to entering the Festival of the Hunt? It is on the day after tomorrow."

Zidane blinked. Clearly, he had forgotten. "Actually, I might give it a shot. You entering?"

"I wish to test my skills. Of course I am," Freya said.

Zidane nodded thoughtfully. Then, he seemed to realised something, and fished around in his waistcoat. "Before I forget…Freya, I have something for you. Not long ago, after we left Burmecia for the last time last year, Puck and I met someone." Her heart started beating ever-faster in her chest when she realised who he was talking about. But his next words put a pin in the balloon, so to speak. "I have good news and bad news, sis. The good news is…Puck and I met Fratley some time ago. He's alive and well."

That was better news than she could have hoped for. But why did she have a terrible sense of foreboding about what her brother was about to say next? Almost timidly, she asked, "…What's the bad news?"

Zidane gathered himself, before he admitted, pulling an oiled leather envelope from his waistcoat, "Fratley had amnesia. He remembered his name, how to fight, and the fact that he was a Dragon Knight of Burmecia. But he didn't recognise Puck or me, he didn't remember your name…I'm sorry, Freya. Fratley remembered almost nothing of his life."

Freya felt a sickening jolt run through her body. For a moment, she was tempted to tell Zidane off for jesting with her, for playing the most cruel of pranks. But she knew her brother better than that. They may not be siblings by blood, but they were siblings in everything else that mattered. Struggling, and failing to keep the tears from her eyes, she eventually said, "This is some cruel jest of fate."

"I'm not arguing with you there, sis." He opened the envelope, and handed a paper envelope to her. "I asked him to write this for you. He agreed when I told him how much you loved him."

Freya took the envelope reluctantly, opening it with shaking hands and unsteady fingers, and reading the missive within.

_Dear Lady Freya,_

_By the time you read this missive, if what your laudable brother Sir Zidane and his charge Prince Puck has told me is true, you will have learned a truth that is hard for you to bear. I scarcely can believe it myself, but that is due to a lack of memory. I wish I could meet you to speak of this face to face, but alas, I do not know if we will meet any time soon._

_Please, allow me to apologise wholeheartedly for the heartbreak I have doubtless caused. I have heard tales of Lady Freya Crescent, and of her beauty, grace and skill on my travels, and you sound like a fine young woman. I wish I have not lost my memory, but alas, reality is a cruel mistress. I cannot remember you, or Sir Zidane, or Prince Puck, or the King of Burmecia._

_I know not how exactly I lost my memory. The first thing I remember with any degree of clarity was waking up in a scholar's study in Treno. I had been found in the river, and luckily, by someone who wished to aid me rather than rob my corpse. According to this benefactor, a Doctor Tot, I had been covered in injuries consistent with Black Magic, and there had been a disturbance at the King mansion, a disturbance I supposedly had some hand in. Tot had brought me to his study, and healed me. Of my confrontation, I remember little, save for the face of a man calling himself Kuja, and mages with pointed hats(__1)__._

_Zidane and Puck reminded me of my duty, so while I still search for a means to restore my memory, I will also keep an ear open for any trouble that befalls Burmecia. Should that happen, I will hasten there, and do my best to help our people. Should we meet again, I would like to renew our friendship. For me, I am afraid it must be started utterly afresh. But perhaps that is for the best. I hope to meet you again soon, Lady Freya._

_Yours sincerely and respectfully,_

_Sir 'Iron-Tail' Fratley_

Freya felt the tears flow freely. She felt her brother's arm snake around her shoulder in a comforting manner, his tail gently touching her own. After a moment, he said, "Sis?"

"Thank you, Zidane," Freya said quietly, choking back a sob. "At least…knowing is better than not knowing. And should I meet again…I am prepared."

"Freya…he still acts like he used to. He's still 'Iron-Tail'. He's just missing his memories. He's still the same guy you fell in love with," Zidane said soothingly.

"I hope so." Wiping her face on the sleeve of her coat, she frowned when she re-read the letter. "Zidane, did you read this before you gave it to me?"

"No, why?"

"You mentioned that Steiner suspected a Treno noble called Kuja of sending those Black Waltz things after you. Fratley mentions him here."

Zidane blinked, and then read the part of the letter Freya indicated. "I'd completely forgotten about that. Fratley did mention a guy called Kuja. And the way Steiner spoke of him, Kuja's got Brahne's ear. I mean, Steiner can't believe Brahne would do such things, but even so, it could be that Kuja is influencing Brahne to do something. I mean, Steiner claimed that Kuja sold military supplies. And if what Fratley said about seeing pointy-hatted mages is true, he might've been the one to devise the means to create those Black Mage golems. Shit, the moment I can get an audience with Cid, I'll have to talk about this with him."

Freya nodded. "Cid has strong ties with Burmecia. He hasn't had as strong ties with Alexandria since King Addis died(2). He got along better with Addis than with Brahne, from what I have heard."

"Okay. I'll head back to the castle. You want to come with me? I'm sure Cid'll be willing for you to stay."

After a moment's thought, Freya nodded. "Very well. At the very least, it will lend credence to what we have to say. Especially if your hunch is right, and Brahne bears ill-will towards Burmecia…"

**CHAPTER 5 ANNOTATIONS:**

**Just a nice little chapter from Freya's point of view. She probably needs it. After partway through the second disc, she all but drops out of the story in terms of importance. Hopefully, as Zidane's adopted sister, she can remain important.**

**The story will really start to go off the rails when the events in Burmecia come along, with a more personal confrontation against Beatrix, and especially Kuja. In addition, I have decided to end this fic (albeit continue the story in a sequel) once the events of the second disc come to a close.**

**1. How did Fratley end up with amnesia? I decided to make it plot-relevant. He basically snuck into the King mansion, having become suspicious of Kuja, only to be attacked by the Black Mage prototypes and Kuja himself, and was left to die in Treno's river.**

**2. Addis being the name I gave Garnet's (adoptive) father in my Harry Potter crossover ****_Amethyst and Garnet_****. Named for Mark Addy, the actor who plays Robert Baratheon in ****_Game of Thrones_****.**


	7. Chapter 6: Portents of War

**CHAPTER 6:**

**PORTENTS OF WAR**

Cid wouldn't give them an audience until the morning, as he wished to hear what Garnet had to say with their own news. He did say he would send a general warning to Burmecia, to be ready for an attack, on land or by air, though, which was enough to mollify Freya, Puck, and Zidane.

Freya and Zidane joined Garnet and Cid in Cid's throne room the next morning, with Cid assuring them he had sent a courier to Burmecia. They had just finished breakfast, and while Steiner, Vivi, and Puck were going exploring the Business District, the others had to speak of more important matters.

"I came to you because I am increasingly concerned about my mother," Garnet began. "Ever since my father died, she has become increasingly…_erratic_."

"Hardly surprising," Cid said, gwokking as he did so. "They loved each other very much."

"True, but I fear we are becoming estranged. We have not spoken of late, and a strange man, a Treno noble by the name of Kuja, has frequently visited. With what Steiner said, of Kuja supplying military supplies…I fear the worst, and I only pray that I am as mistaken as Steiner believes. Nobody has taken me seriously. Even Steiner does not believe that my mother is planning something, though he at least believes that Kuja is a problem. They all think I am still distraught over Father's death. And General Beatrix has been increasingly distant of late."

"I understand," Cid said. "I am happy that you came to me."

"When I realised Tantalus was coming to Alexandria for my birthday celebrations, I decided to sneak on-board the _Prima Vista_, and beg for passage. They told me they were there to kidnap me, and yet, they also told me they were willing to bring me to you."

"That is because I asked them to do so," Cid said. On seeing her astonishment, he clarified, "Baku and I go way back, _gwok_, and he sometimes does things on the side for me that I can't be seen doing officially. King Addis once asked me to protect you, no matter what. We've known about disturbing events in Alexandrian territory for some time, but if we acted directly to extract you…well, it could very well have caused a war, _gwok!_ But if you disappeared during a play, then your mother would have no proof that we acted to bring you here. And with Alexandria adopting a more belligerent attitude of late towards her allies…"

"More than mere belligerence, Regent Cid," Freya said. "I thank you for sending a courier to warn my people. But there is more to this. We believe Kuja is supplying Queen Brahne with the means to create golem soldiers, Black Mages."

"Why is Kuja connected?" Cid asked.

"Steiner himself said that Kuja supplies military supplies, materiel," Zidane said. "He could be an out-and-out arms dealer. I got a letter from Sir 'Iron-Tail' Fratley to give to Freya. Although he has lost much of his memory, he remembered being attacked in Treno by pointy-hatted mages and a man called Kuja. I don't think this is coincidence. And that Black Waltz, the second one, implied that whoever sent him, probably Brahne, didn't care if Prince Puck was killed, and even seemed to say something that meant that Burmecia is being targeted. Even if Brahne isn't responsible, someone's willing to attack Burmecia. As it is, that cargo ship with the Black Mages was being ferried to and from the castle."

Garnet nodded. "And if my mother is planning on using them for war…"

"She wouldn't dare make a move against Lindblum and our airship fleet," Cid said, "but Burmecia is another matter. Burmecia, unlike Lindblum and Alexandria, has no air force or navy. There is their main army, and the Dragon Knights, mostly composed of Dragoons."

"I also believe that she wants Garnet back for another reason," Zidane said. "Were you aware that Princess Garnet possesses Eidolons?"

After a moment, Cid nodded. "Indeed, I do. In fact, of late, Queen Brahne has been sending out requests to various libraries and scholars, as far abroad as Daguerro and even Esto Gaza. All of these requests have been for information about Eidolons. I myself have sent out for information, and some of the texts that have come back from Daguerro disturb me, _gwok_."

"Why is that, Uncle?" Garnet asked.

"Because some of them, which I have managed to obtain copies through my contacts, _gwok_, include methods of extracting Eidolons, and using them as weapons," Cid said solemnly. "While Eidolons are powerful in battle against monsters, when supercharged with magic, they can lay waste to entire cities. They would certainly provide your mother with the edge she needs to conquer Lindblum. The texts are ancient, at least five centuries old or more, but what they do tell paints a disturbing picture, _gwok!_ While the extraction procedure can be used at any age, it is safest when the summoner is over the age of 16. That is the age when they can start acquiring new Eidolons, beyond the ones they have innate to them."

"Then…what happens if they are extracted from me?" Garnet asked, dreading the answer.

"They become part of a jewel, a summoning focus. The original summoner can 're-learn' the Eidolon by having the jewel in their possession for as long a period as is necessary, but for a non-summoner to use it, they need to infuse the jewel with a massive burst of magic, _gwok!_"

"Must be why those Black Waltz things were sent to retrieve you," Zidane mused. "They were willing to kill anyone else who even looked like an obstacle, including Steiner. Brahne shouldn't have any doubts about his loyalty. And to attack Puck…she's up to something. If she's really going to war, Eidolons would give her an edge against anyone in her way."

"…I don't know what to say to that. I mean, my heart tells me that my mother would not do anything of that sort, nothing to hurt me, and certainly nothing to wage a war of conquest, for what else can it be in this time of peace? But my intellect…it tells me something is very badly wrong," Garnet admitted. "At first, I just thought that you and I should approach her, try and move towards some sort of understanding…but hearing this…I am not sure whether returning to Alexandria is a good idea at all. At least until I know more about what is happening. I may need your help in convincing Steiner, though. He still seems set on returning to Alexandria ere long. I have persuaded him to wait until at least after the Festival of the Hunt. I would like to contact Doctor Tot for a second opinion."

"Your former tutor? Why?" Cid asked.

"He knew my mother and I better than anyone else," Garnet said. "I also seem to recall him having some interest in the summoners and the Eidolons. This was when I was much younger. The last I heard, he was in Treno, although I know not where. My mother forbade me from contacting him, or you for that matter, citing security concerns. She even threatened the Moogles in the castle and in Alexandria proper with imprisonment, even execution, should my letters be sent through Mognet. I thought it a little extreme, but at the time, I thought her merely overly concerned with my safety."

"She was isolating you," Freya mused. "Trying to cut off avenues of escape. Forgive me for speaking so boldly against your mother, Princess, but that is what it sounds like. Threatening the Moogles was most certainly a step too far in terms of ensuring your safety."

"In retrospect, you may be right, Lady Freya," Garnet said. "Already, all these things, including the factory in Dali, the Black Waltzes, my mother's interest in Eidolons…they paint a truly disturbing picture. Uncle Cid, is there any measure we can take to stop my mother from waging all-out war on Burmecia and Lindblum?"

"At the moment, I have no idea. Assuming we had time, I would have sent envoys to Alexandria, asking about your concerns, leaving out anything incriminating. However, if the Black Waltz did say that Burmecia was being targeted, then it seems we have little time to do even that, _gwok!_" Cid shook his head. "I'll have what few airships I can spare on standby to send over to Burmecia. Unfortunately, we can spare few. If there is an attack, I will send for the 4th Aerial Division as well. It'll mean losing our eyes over Alexandria's borders with us, but it may be necessary, _gwok-gwok!_"

"I thank you, Regent," Freya said. "Once I am done with the Festival of the Hunt, I will depart for Burmecia. What of you, Zidane?"

"I'll consider it. It might be risky bringing Puck into a possible warzone, as he'll be one of those targeted." Zidane sighed.

"We'll talk more later," Cid said.

"I concur," Garnet said. "Uncle, if you don't mind, I wish to go to the observatory."

"Go ahead, _gwok!_ Zidane, would you care to escort her?"

"Sure," Zidane said.

* * *

><p>The observatory was a rather beautiful balcony area, with a small garden and even a telescope. As they approached it, Garnet began singing. The eerie, melancholy, but heartwarming song wended its way around the rooftop area. It took some time for the princess to finish, but Zidane was almost moved to tears at the end.<p>

Then, he remembered something from when they stayed in the inn at Dali. "That was you singing that night, wasn't it?" Zidane asked. "In Dali?"

"Yes. You heard me?"

"Yes. You have a truly sweet singing voice, you know," Zidane said sincerely. "But I've never heard that song before. I mean, it's our language, but…I know quite a lot of songs."

"I…don't know. I can't even remember where I learned it," Garnet admitted. "Whenever I feel morose or lonely…singing it helps lift my spirits. It somehow…comforts me, reminds me that I am not alone."

"Maybe it's a mystical song." Zidane leaned up against the wall, near the massive telescope, and sighed. "Princess…I'm sorry I had to say that stuff about your mother. The thing is, my loyalty, first and foremost, is to Burmecia, not to Alexandria. It's my home, you know?"

Garnet nodded, morosely. "What you said, horrifyingly, makes sense. That is what concerns me most. My mother is not like that, not normally, and yet…I fear for peace on the Mist Continent. I don't want anything to happen to her, or your people." She looked at Zidane briefly, before asking, hesitantly, "Zidane…may I ask a personal question?"

"Well, yes. Anything for a beautiful princess like you," he said, before wincing. That line definitely was a bit cheesy.

Garnet sighed irritably, before asking, "Forgive my impropriety, but did you ever try to find out where you came from?"

"…Yeah. Shortly before my sister left Burmecia, I decided to set out to find my own home," Zidane said. "Nearly a whole year I spent travelling. I even took a boat to Daguerro. I call it my sabbatical. I could never find out where I came from. Then again, how could I? The Crescents found me when I was only, what, one year old? All I remember before then is this intense blue light, far more intense than anything I have ever seen. A sky? An ocean? Some weird indoor light? I didn't really have much to go on. I had this weird desire to find it, true, but…I couldn't find it, no matter how hard I looked. And while I travel a lot with Puck, well, I came to realise something when I first came home. The King himself welcomed me back, you see, my parents having died shortly before I left. And I realised, Burmecia was my home. Wherever I come from is my birthplace, but my home is Burmecia. It pisses down with rain every day, and it can be grim, but it's home."

Garnet looked out across the city of Lindblum. After a moment, she said, "You told me about the day you were found. That people claimed you appeared in a blizzard of letters, after a red eye appeared in the sky."

"Yeah, but I never put much stock in it," Zidane said.

"No…but…I have a recurring nightmare. Of being on a ship out during a storm. I'm with a woman…I know it sounds silly, but in that dream, she's my mother, though she looks nothing like my real mother. We look back to where we come from, a village of stone houses…and see a massive red eye, glaring down at it, bathing the village in a blood red light. It's somehow causing the storm, something to attack the village. I had it the day of my birthday, when I dozed off during the afternoon." Garnet shook her head. "Maybe I am just grasping at straws."

"Maybe." Even so, Zidane felt a sting of disquiet. Trying to dispel it, he asked, "Has your mother set you up with any suitors yet?"

"No. She's kept them away. Until now, I have been curious as to why. And grateful. I would have liked to have chosen my betrothed, as did my mother, and I also thought it was to protect me. But now…if she did intend to extract my Eidolons…" She shook her head. "Never mind. That is a matter that can be resolved after this one is." She looked over at the telescope. "I believe I will look through the telescope."

As she bent over, her tight orange coveralls showed off her shapely behind again, and Zidane had to stamp down on some rather lewd thoughts in a hurry. She was beautiful, sexy even, but he didn't want to ruin their growing friendship with anything like that. And it wasn't like he was at the right station. Well, okay, as a royal bodyguard, and a member of the Crescent family (by adoption, anyway), he was already practically nobility. But…he felt more at home, as did Puck, with lower classes. A vagabond bodyguard to a vagabond prince. And it was doubtful he would get the opportunity to be with Garnet in anything more than a friendship.

Still, a guy could dream, couldn't he?

**CHAPTER 6 ANNOTATIONS:**

**You'll note that, unlike in the game, where they have less pieces of the puzzle, Cid and Garnet are getting more of the picture and acting accordingly. Garnet doesn't ****_want_**** to suspect her mother by any means, but she's also facing reality. In the game, I presume Cid doesn't know Garnet has Eidolons until after they've been extracted from her, whereas here, upon being told, reveals what he has learned about Brahne's own researches.**

**Now, it may be some time before the next chapter. So please be patient.**

**No numbered annotations this time.**


End file.
